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TweetYourShabbat Is All About Embracing 
Diverse — And Imperfect — Shabbat Dinners

Life

By Lea Zeltserman

It’s Friday afternoon and Jews across the country are 
gathering on their phones for the traditional…Twitter 
Shabbat posting.

Yes, for a brief period every Friday, Jewish Twitter is 
filled with questions about kugel or brisket, and menus 
of gefilte fish, roasted chicken and pareve babka.

The tweets are tied together by a single hashtag —
#TweetYourShabbat. Started by Carly Pildis, a social 
activist and a contributing editor at Tablet, in October 
2018, it’s become a weekly ritual for many Twitter-savvy 
Jews. A small but mighty hashtag, it proves surprisingly 
revealing about how we understand Jewish food today.

When Pildis started tweeting her Shabbat, she felt that 
#JewishTwitter had become tense and fraught. The 
humour of “two Jews, three opinions” rapidly disappears 
when faced with the insults and mud-slinging that pass 
for dialogue online.“It was one of those days,” Pildis
said. “And I thought, ‘I need some levity — I’m just going 
to tweet about my Shabbat.’” It didn’t take long for 
others to join.

While not the only Jewish food discussion on Twitter —
share a so-called unpopular Jewish food opinion (like 
“The texture and consistency of kugel grosses me out”), 
and you’re guaranteed a flood of responses —
#TweetYourShabbat manages to skirt those debates 
(along with politics).

“What I love about it is that there are people who are
really acrimonious all week, and then they’re like ‘Do you 
need a 20-minute dessert? I got you’,” says Pildis. “Even
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people who’ve been pretty critical of me have tweeted to 
me: ‘Oh, you’re making chicken — here’s a recipe for you.’”

Pildis is full of anecdotes about heart-warming moments, 
such as when someone from Chabad offered to find a 
community member to deliver Shabbat dinner after she’d 
tweeted that she didn’t know what to cook.

With Jews of all backgrounds taking part, #TweetYourShabbat
lets us peek into dozens of kitchens at once, a hodge-
podge of menus, cuisines, families, and Jewish affiliations, 
all united in trying to get dinner on the table and candles 
lit. As a largely secular Jew, I may never otherwise step 
into a frum kitchen, but now I can see pictures of cholents 
bubbling in slow cookers and Shabbat-friendly lunch prep 
(food that can be reheated or eaten room temperature). I 
can also see families that live the same messy 
imperfections as mine: Cluttered prep areas, slightly 
rundown kitchen cabinets, and generic Pyrex serving 
dishes. Though the hashtag mostly trends in the US, I’ve 
been able to follow Shabbat preparations as far away as 
Edinburgh, and, less surprisingly, Israel.

Along with the expected Jewish fare, we’re sitting down to 
everything from Thai green curry to tacos to shepherd’s 
pie. Cookbook author Joan Nathan has been tracking the 
eating habits of American Jewry for decades, and she’s 
excited about what #TweetYourShabbat reveals about 
our eating habits in 2020. “It doesn’t surprise me, and I 
think it’s really good,” she says. “When I first started 
writing about food, people would have chicken soup with 
matzo balls, chicken schnitzel. Now, anything goes.”

Indeed, there’s an “anything goes” levity to the hashtag, 
with meals that tend to look outwards to the broader 
American eating landscape. Hence we see spaghetti and 
meatballs, a broad range of Asian dishes like noodles or 
sushi takeout, Indian food, and Southern cuisine. They are 
menus that, but for the hashtag, could appear in many 
American homes. They also speak to the changing nature 
of our community, and the many cuisines that now make 
up the Jewish community: A coconut-braised chicken 
served with naan, or a Ghanian Shabbat featuring 
groundnut stew with chicken and rice balls, or the Soviet-
Russian diet of shchi, rassolnik, and pelmeni that I often 
serve my children, is just as authentic as potato kugel.

Still, I’m puzzled by the disconnect between our 
attachment to iconic —- mostly Ashkenazi -— Jewish foods, 
and what we’re actually serving to mark our Jewish rituals. 
Our definition of Jewish food, and all the cultural and 
historical weight that carries, is still evolving, even as our 
habits and lifestyles have shifted tremendously. 
(Ironically, the iconic foods we most identify with are just 
a small slice of Jewish culinary history, as evident by the 
heft of our foundational Jewish cookbooks and work of 
organizations such as the Gefilteria.)

But beyond expanding what is an “authentic” Shabbat 
menu, #TweetYourShabbat has let us change the way we 
talk about Shabbat prep. It has also removed the 
compulsion and guilt of creating a weekly gourmet meal 
from scratch — it offers a breath of fresh air, and a sense 
of camaraderie, to many of us who find it stressful.

After all, creating Shabbat dinner is particularly 
challenging, with expectations to make it both elevated 
from the week and authentically Jewish. Creating rest—
whether for a few hours on Friday night or the 25-hours 
until Havdalah—requires extreme effort, a burden that still 
most often falls to women.

As a mother trying to magic up daily dinners, plus 
Shabbat, I find much-needed honesty and openness in 
#TweetYourShabbat, without the shaming endemic to 
Twitter. No one comments if meal aren’t kosher, scolds
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(JTA) — When Nadiv Schorer and Ariel Meiri were married 
on Sunday, the rabbi standing with them under the 
wedding canopy was breaking new ground, too.

For Avram Mlotek, a rabbi affiliated with a progressive 
wing of Orthodox Judaism, it was the first time he had 
performed a wedding for two people of the same sex.

“In many ways, it was like any other simcha I’ve officiated: 
joyous, Jewish, spiritual, full of love,” Mlotek wrote this 
week on Facebook. “What made it different was that they 
were two men who joined in sacred, covenantal 
relationship.”

Mlotek declared his intention to begin performing same-
sex weddings last year, arguing in a Jewish Telegraphic 
Agency opinion piece that facilitating Jewish marriages 
for all kinds of families is a communal imperative.

“A wedding day should be a joyous day for loving 
companions, as liturgy connotes, regardless of their 
sexual orientation,” Mlotek wrote at the time. “If the 
couple is choosing to live Jewish lives, build a Jewish 
home and raise Jewish children, our traditional rabbinate 
must seize the opportunity to welcome and work with 
these families at their most precious life-cycle moments. 
If we don’t, we risk further alienation and falling into an 
abyss of religious irrelevance by denying these couples 
their rightful place of belonging.”

Same-sex marriages are permitted in most American 
Jewish denominations, but Mlotek’s decision placed him 
well outside the Orthodox mainstream, where same-sex 
marriage is both forbidden and, according to some 
analysts, among the reasons why Orthodox Jews have 
aligned themselves with the Republican Party.

Mlotek was ordained at Yeshivat Chovevei Torah, which 
was founded two decades ago to advance an “Open 
Orthodox” approach that emerged in part as a response

people for eating sushi while watching a show, or 
sanctimoniously points out how easy it is to make stock 
from scratch. The photos aren’t stylized, the lighting is 
often off, and everything looks blessedly normal. Most 
participants aren’t food professionals.

Maybe we’re all reassured to see a synagogue professional 
tweet a “freezer Shabbat” – a menu consisting of broccoli-
cheese casserole, pretzel cheese buns, “[w]hatever is in 
this bag of fruit scraps smoothie,” and “Indian railway 
omelette…with extra turmeric.” Because this is often our 
Friday, too. #TweetYourShabbat is a sigh of relief that you 
too have been known to serve pasta (smoked salmon pasta 
is a current favorite with my kids), order delivery, or pop 
open a tub of ice cream for dessert, between the more 
elaborate multi-course weeks. Or that sometimes, you 
want to try out your new Indian Instant Pot cookbook 
instead of matzo ball soup.

Our shtetl foremothers who bequeathed us the briskets 
and cholents and gefiltes didn’t rush home from the office 
at 5pm to make Shabbat. As a full-time working mother, 
seeing other women (and men) figuring out how to get a 
Shabbat meal on the table, occasionally cutting corners 
but still making it feel like Shabbat, can be extraordinarily 
liberating. Frank discussions about fitting Shabbat into a 
weekly routine is a piece that’s sorely missing from Jewish 
cookbooks and overly filtered Instagram feeds.

The hashtag has re-created the age-old experience of 
cooking Shabbat in a communal oven, for a digital world: I 
know that there’s someone in DC or Miami or Brooklyn 
standing by to answer questions and commiserate over 
scheduling challenges. That neighborly sense is enhanced 
by the details people include in their tweets – the asides 
about which family member cooked what, who’s been sick 
this week, and how much freezer-rummaging was 
involved. Responses to apologetic “our week was 
overwhelming” menus tend to be sympathetic and 
reassuring — it’s okay, they say, “We’ve had a lot of chicken 
nuggets and avocado Shabbats” too.

I appreciate the permission #TweetYourShabbat gives to 
not only explore other cuisines — but to take it easy 
sometimes, too. It’s a reflection of our reality at the start of 
a new decade; it speaks to our broader culinary influences, 
but perhaps even more importantly, it speaks to our work 
lives and our household dynamics.

It’s a reminder that Jewish identity is not set in stone, or
fixed to any one time or place. That the story of Jewish 
food preparation is still being written and rewritten—and 
tweeted.

Lea Zeltserman is a Toronto-based writer who focuses on 
SovietRussian-Jewish culture, food, and immigration. Find her 
online at leazeltserman.com or on Twitter at @zeltserman.

Orthodox rabbi 
performs his first gay 
wedding nearly a year 
after endorsing same-
sex marriage
By Philissa Cramer
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to that rightward shift. The school has dropped the 
Open Orthodox affiliation, but rabbis trained there still 
tend to look for ways to include women and others 
while maintaining fidelity to Jewish law, known as 
halacha. (The school also denied ordination to a gay 
student last year in a move that Mlotek said influenced 
his decision.)

In keeping with that approach, and in keeping with a 
handful of other progressive Orthodox rabbis who 
have conducted same-sex weddings, Mlotek did not 
use the traditional wedding formula but another 
ceremony devised by a rabbi focused on LGBT 
inclusion in Orthodox communities.

Mlotek’s Facebook post and others about the 
ceremony drew some comments from people who 
lamented what they said was a departure from 
traditional Jewish values. But it also elicited praise 
from others who said that Orthodox Judaism too often 
fails to grapple with the human costs of halachic 
fidelity.

“We should listen & learn from G-d fearing Yidden
crying & tossing and turning as they struggle to get 
clarity because we are sisters/brothers and can always 
humbly learn from each other,” Shmuly Yankelowitz, 
another rabbi trained at Yeshivat Chovevei Torah, 
wrote on Facebook. “But we must silence from our 
souls the homophobic forces who shed no tears and 
hold little empathy in their hearts.”

The post Nearly a year after endorsing same-sex 
marriages, an Orthodox rabbi performs his first 
appeared first on Jewish Telegraphic Agency.

The campaigns of Sen. Bernie Sanders and former 
New York City Mayor Mike Bloomberg traded jabs 
Wednesday over each other’s health history.

After his heart attack in October, Sanders, 78, 
promised “full disclosure” about his medical status. 
But while the campaign has released letters from 
doctors assessing that he was fit to campaign again, 
he has yet to release results of a full medical workup.

When asked by CNN on Wednesday whether Sanders 
would release such a document, spokeswoman 
Briahna Joy Gray said that such questions were a 
“smear.” She also claimed that Bloomberg, who is the 
same age as Sanders, had “suffered heart attacks in 
the past” but hadn’t come under the same scrutiny.

Bloomberg’s doctor revealed in a medical report in 
December that the former mayor had a stent inserted 
in 2000 to alleviate a blocked artery and takes blood 
thinners for an irregular heartbeat. However, there is 
no record of Bloomberg having had a heart attack, let 
alone multiple ones.

Bloomberg campaign manager Kevin Sheekey said 
Gray’s claim of multiple heart attacks was “an 
absolute lie.” Gray later backtracked, writing on 
Twitter that she “misspoke” and that Bloomberg 
“underwent the same stent procedure as Bernie.” 
Sanders received two stents following his heart attack.

Aiden Pink is the deputy news editor of the Forward. 
Contact him at pink@forward.com or follow him on 
Twitter @aidenpink

Two Old Jews Argue 
Over Whose Arteries 
Are Worse

News

By Aiden Pink
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"I am very proud of being Jewish and that is an 
essential part of who I am as a human being,” 
Vermont Senator and presidential hopeful Bernie 
Sanders says in a new campaign ad he tweeted this 
weekend on the subject of his Jewishness. It signaled 
the latest evidence of a marked change from 2016, 
when Sanders was reticent to discuss his Jewish 
identity. But while Sanders is enjoying growth with 
many ethnic and racial groups, his message has not 
yet won him many Jewish supporters.

In a way, it’s surprising, and not just because 
Sanders would be the first Jewish president of 
America if he wins. Jews have also historically 
supported the kind of leftist politics Sanders 
represents. There’s the old adage of famed Jewish 
sociographer Milton Himmelfarb that Jews earn like 
Episcopalians and vote like Puerto Ricans. It’s been a 
maxim of American Jewish politics for several 
generations, since the children and grandchildren of 
the first large waves of Jews from Eastern Europe 
began to move up the economic ladder. The civil 
rights movement, gay rights, and anti-war 
movements, which all came to be mainstream views 
of the Democratic Party, featured heavy participation 
by American Jews.

So you might think a Brooklyn-born Jew, Senator 
Bernie Sanders, who has personally participated in a 
number of these movements, would have American 
Jews lining up behind him along with the many other 
Democratic primary voters who have pledged their 
support. And yet, what data we have shows that 
Sanders is not all that popular with Jews. And despite 
sweeping Iowa and New Hampshire and overtaking 
former Vice President Joe Biden, there appears to be 
no discernible shift yet in Jewish support for Bernie 
Sanders.

So why aren’t American Jews lining up behind him?

Bernie Sanders says 
he’s proud to be 
Jewish. Will Jewish 
voters care?

Opinion

By Alex Zeldin

The answer is that Jews vote less like the 
grandchildren of their grandparents than they do like 
other well-off, educated liberals. It’s class, rather than 
ethnicity or history, that is increasingly determining 
their vote.

But it’s always been circumstance. Over a century ago, 
as the ancestors of many Ashkenazi American Jews 
fled Tzarist Russia and the Austro-Hungarian empire, 
they arrived with little by way of formal education, 
capital, and English language skills. It’s why the 
Forward began in 1897 as a Yiddish-language socialist 
publication in New York. Many fled after the failed 
Russian revolution in 1905 as well, and came to 
America as committed socialists. Young leaders of the 
Bund, persecuted by Russian authorities, can be found 
on the roll calls of many American labor groups of that 
period.

It’s this Jewish political tradition that Sanders hails 
from, a self-identified socialist who has successfully 
positioned himself as the candidate of labor. It’s a 
robust Jewish tradition. While American anti-Semitism 
did not manifest in pogroms or coercive government 
programs designed to convert or ethnically cleanse 
Jews, there were significant social barriers to Jewish 
advancement. Universities such as Columbia, alarmed 
by the over 1.5 million Jews who by 1920 called New 
York home, began implementing quotas to ensure that 
White Anglo-Saxon Protestants would continue to 
dominate campus life. Many other esteemed 
universities, with the notable exception of Historically 
Black Colleges, implemented similar restrictions 
against Jewish applicants. Restrictions in many places 
also included employment discrimination as well as 
housing covenants, which were designed to keep 
minorities like Blacks, Catholics, and Jews from 
purchasing homes in white protestant neighborhoods.

For these reasons, Jewish politics were starkly left. And 
that heritage still informs Jewish voting patterns, with 
80% of Jews voting Democratic in the 2018 midterms. 
The question is less where American Jews stand, but 
where they sit. Today, American Jews are financially 
successful and highly educated; nearly one in three 
American Jews holds a postgraduate degree, compared 
to fewer than one in 10 Americans. Liberals with that 
profile have their own voting habits.

We have seen it play out for months in the surveys 
conducted ahead of the Democratic presidential 
primary. While both Sanders and Senator Elizabeth
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Warren attract voters who self-identify as liberals, 
Warren has outperformed in national surveys with 
those who are highly educated high earners, while 
Sanders, who has the most pro-worker message, 
trails much of the field with this demographic.

American Jews follow this trajectory. Polling as recent 
as January 2020 shows that American Jews are 
backing Biden and Warren, with small town mayor 
and self-positioned moderate Pete Buttigieg beating 
out Sanders.

Jewish reticence for Sanders has a number of
sources. Some may worry that any prominent Jew in 
the race could attract anti-Semitism. Others may feel 
alienated by Sanders’ online fans, many of whom 
have a reputation for harassing his critics. Then there 
are his surrogates, which include Linda Sarsour, who 
repeatedly antagonized American Jews, including 
with attempts to make Jews choose between Zionism 
and feminism, and by hosting a conference in which 
Sarsour sought to define and explain anti-Semitism 
to Jews.

And centrist and right-wing pro-Israel Jewish 
organizations who more closely watch the inside 
baseball of party politics were no doubt alarmed by 
Sanders’ 2016 Democratic platform fight in which he 
sent outspoken critic of Israel James Zogby to insert 
criticism of Israel’s occupation of Palestinian territory 
into the party platform. Sanders lost that fight in 
2016. Should he become the Democratic nominee in 
2020, there is good reason to expect more explicit 
criticism of Israel’s present trajectory to make it into 
the party platform and into American foreign policy.

Nevertheless, there are decades of data to suggest 
that while the predominately white collar American 
Jewish community may not fall in love with the Jewish 

socialist from Vermont, they will fall in their partisan 
line, and may even find some things about Senator 
Sanders relatable.

Predictions are hard, especially predictions about the 
future. What we know for certain should Sanders 
wins the nomination is that neither his Jewish critics 
nor his Jewish supporters will be won over by appeals 
to Jewish pride alone.

Alex Zeldin is a contributing columnist with the 
Forward.

The views and opinions expressed in this article are 
the author’s own and do not necessarily reflect 
those of the Forward.
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Two Jews, one Oval Office: The plot is wild, too weird 
for even Roth or Bellow. And yet, as the Democratic 
primary revs into chaotic high gear, polling is 
increasingly presenting American Democrats with two 
septuagenarian Jews, Vermont Senator Bernie Sanders 
and former New York City Mayor Michael Bloomberg, 
facing off for the right to depose President Trump.

It’s the billionaire vs. the socialist, the moderate vs. 
the leftist. But Sanders and Bloomberg don’t only have 
radically different plans for the future; they embody 
two irreconcilable stories about the past, two wings of 
a Jewish house divided against itself. The fact that this 
contest is increasingly ugly (the two spent the long 
weekend sparring on Twitter) should come as no 
surprise: Sanders and Bloomberg are each other’s 
doubles, reflections mirrored and reversed.

The Bernie-Bloomberg choice is nothing short of a 
choice between two versions of American Judaism —
but it’s the future of America that will be decided.

On the one hand, you have Bloomberg, the grandson 
of immigrants, who made his mark on Wall Street. 
There he innovated, took a moderate risk, and made a 
fabulous amount of money.

Not a religious man, Bloomberg’s boosters as well as 
his detractors label him an institutional one; he’s a 
member of flagship Reform congregation Temple 
Emanu-el and a generous giver to institutions Jewish 
and non-Jewish, both here and in Israel. And when it 
comes to solidarity, it’s Israel that has his heart; many 
Jews still recall his flight to Tel Aviv amidst rocket fire 
during the 2014 Gaza War as the type of thing they 
wished they could have done, if they were able to 
charter a plane.

In other words, Bloomberg represents the most 
prominent example of the great story of Jewish

A fight over Jewish 
identity is going to 
determine 
America’s future

Opinion

By Ari Hoffman

success in America in the second half of the 20th 
century. He stands first and foremost for the 
proposition that America has been good to the Jews, 
and the Jews have been good for America.

On the other hand, you have Sanders, who represents 
a different American story. The son of an immigrant, 
Sanders grew up working class in Brooklyn. As an 
adult, he found his promised land in woodsy 
Burlington. With crisp air to breathe and the tenements 
at a healthy distance away, Sanders committed 
wholeheartedly to the socialism that was the hallmark 
of a different kind of Jewish American identity, toiling 
away as a politician and servant to the people, often 
under financial duress; Sanders didn’t become a 
millionaire until he sold a book after the 2016 election.

Sanders gives voice to that part of Jewish history that 
has always disdained the status quo, that sees fairness 
as a cause so urgent that you feel it pulsing, urging, 
and provoking every hour of every day. It’s an 
authentic strain, one that links him with the Yiddish 
Bundists who thrived between the wars in Europe and 
took root in this soil after the great migrations of Jews, 
transforming into a passionate commitment to fighting 
for civil rights and combating inequality.

If Bloomberg’s is a Jewishness mired in success, 
Bernie’s is a restless Judaism, prodding, critiquing, and 
agitating for a better world. It has its eyes open to 
injustice, and its arms linked in solidarity with others, 
often less fortunate. It’s a Jewishness focused on 
universal values, rather than particular ones. Thus, 
though Sanders famously volunteered in a kibbutz in 
1963, he honeymooned in the Soviet Union when it was 
a crime to practice Judaism, and has become one of 
the most vocal critics of Israel in the U.S. government, 
even appointing as surrogates people considered to be 
anti-Semitic by much of the Jewish community.

Much — but not all, for just as Bloomberg has his 
Jewish supporters, Sanders has found a deep well of 
support among a resurgent anti-Zionist Jewish left, 
who see in him the embodiment of their own Tikkun 
Olam-oriented Jewishness.

In other words, Sanders and Bloomberg don’t 
represent just two competing models of Jewish history, 
but two models of Jewish identity, and thus, two 
models for a Jewish American future. The Bloomberg 
future is one where support for Israel remains at the
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center of the agenda, and where the great and the good, 
or just the very wealthy and well connected of the Jewish 
community continue to plot its course from Upper East 
Side parlor meetings and Jerusalem rooftops. It will be 
underwritten by checks cashed with the conviction that 
Jews are both mighty and imperiled and must use their 
might to make themselves less imperiled. It is more of the 
same, only much more of it.

The Bernie future is a swerve into a new dimension. It 
would make the historical footnote of Jewish involvement 
in the radical left into prologue for a new posture of full-
throated commitment. Largely unburdened by synagogue 
and Zionism and energized by a new sense of community, 
Bundism 2.0 would reopen Jewish politics in a way not 
seen in generations. Sanders is a real paradigm shifter, 
and in his hoarse call for reordering there are echoes of 
the Jewish audacity to not only fix the world, but
reimagine what it might still become.

It’s a big decision. But it’s not just the future of the Jews at 
stake. Bloomberg and Sanders are competing to become 
president of the United States; Jews stand ready to define 
the politics of the most powerful nation on earth; we’re 
not in the shtetl anymore.

Ari Hoffman is a contributing columnist at the Forward.

The views and opinions expressed in this article are the 
author’s own and do not necessarily reflect those of the 
Forward.
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Theodor Herzl did not live to see Israel realized, but he is 
arguably the country’s most enduring visionary.

In less than a decade, before his early death in 1904, at 
the age of 44, Herzl lifted the Zionist movement from 
obscurity to a palpable political force through his 
magnetism and dedication. Many Israelis and Zionists 
regard Herzl’s writings, speeches and even his fiction as 
founding tracts. And yet, his ideas about the future of his 
people shifted radically over the years — from imagining 
their proposed state as a source of military might to a 
largely pacifist endeavor, to, infamously, entertaining the 
idea of statehood in Uganda. Throughout his evolution, it 
was Herzl’s personal foibles, as much as his concern for 
Jewish welfare, that informed his thinking.

In “Theodor Herzl: The Charismatic Leader,” Derek 
Penslar, the William Lee Frost professor of Jewish History 
at Harvard University, tracks Herzl’s rise from popular 
journalist and failed playwright to the amateur diplomat 
who diagrammed the Jewish State and made 
considerable inroads toward making it a reality. Using his 
position as a respected journalist, Herzl made overtures 
to such unlikely partners as the German kaiser, the pope 
and the retinue of the Russian czar — he himself was an 
unlikely ambassador for the cause.

In the book, the latest in Yale University Press’s Jewish 
Lives series, Penslar presents a man whose shortcomings 
and personal frustration fueled his crusade for a Jewish 
homeland. Insecurity about his own place in society, his 
writing ability and his cool relationship with his wife 
elevated the secular and assimilated man to seek a 
raison d’etre as the founder of the Zionist Congress and 
an orator and writer with the power to advance a bold 
vision of Jewish autonomy.

The Forward spoke with Penslar over the phone about 
why Herzl continues to matter to Jews, to Israel and to 
the world. The following conversation has been edited for 
length and clarity.

PJ GRISAR: Writing a biography of Herzl is a big task —
not least because many others exist. What did you hope 
to accomplish with your own telling?

DEREK PENSLAR: One thing I wanted to do was to write a 
biography that’s suited to our own era. I think we live in 
an era now where we think of people as being much more

Why Theodor Herzl 
still matters

Culture

By PJ Grisar



GET THE LATEST AT FORWARD.COM

fluid. Herzl’s a good example of this — he’s a man who 
underwent so many changes and he means so many 
different things to so many different people, and he 
himself could think about himself in very different 
situations from one situation to another.

The other thing is I wanted to transcend the cycle in 
previous writing about Herzl that saw him as a saint or 
reveled in criticisms of him, because he was a very flawed 
man. I think the time has now also come where we can 
understand how complicated people are. Yes, he was a 
great man, yes he was a flawed man — in a way the flaws 
are what accounted for his greatness.

It’s startling to see that among Herzl’s earliest ideas for 
protecting Jews was mass conversion to Catholicism in 
Austria and loss of Jewish collective identity. How do 
you square this with his later Zionism?

Part of it was a concern about anti-Semitism and how it 
affects Jews throughout Europe, and of course a lot of it is 
about him and his own personal crisis of identity. [In his 
mid-30s] he doesn’t really know who he is or what his 
purpose in life is. He is frustrated as a journalist, he knows 
he’s not as good as he wants to be as a writer, he has 
family troubles. He’s thinking ‘What can I do? How can I be 
this leader who can solve this problem of anti-Semitism?’ 
And so he goes from one admittedly wild scheme to 
another and then he settles into the idea of mass 
emigration. Ultimately he realizes that’s the only thing 
that might possibly work. He wrote “Judenstaat,” “The 
Jewish State,” which is basically a handbook for mass 
migration.

He was very assimilated and his own experiences with 
anti-Semitism don’t, in this account, appear to have 
been excessive. Why do you think the cause called to 
him?

For him, anti-Semitism had all sorts of layers of personal 
meaning. I’m not saying he didn’t care about suffering 
Jews — he did care about them — but the reason why he 
cares so much about them is because he’s coming from 
an attempt to deal with his own crisis. The same kind of 
anti-Semitic insult, which someone else might brush off, 
really hurts him deeply, because he is someone who, very 
much a product of his time, was deeply concerned with 
issues of masculine honor.

What were some surprises you found researching his 
life and work?

The last thing I came away from was the effect he had on 
other people. Partly the effect he had on Jews, that he 
could wow them, but the effect he had on non-Jews. Non-
Jews could look at him and see a kind of a Moses figure, 
which would reflect their own Christian upbringing, and he 

could also appeal to anti-Semites, ‘cause they could say 
“Here’s a good Jew. He’s honest, there’s nothing about 
him that suggests he’s trying to trick us.” Part of [his 
effect] was his appearance, he was a good-looking guy 
and he had the beard and he had those soulful deep eyes. 
The effect that a human being can have on a person is 
quite startling, and it’s not something you can learn, it’s 
something some people have. They’re just born with it.

What do you think Herzl would make of the Jewish State 
today?

I think for the mature Herzl — Herzl 1900 and later, the 
Herzl who publishes “Altneuland” [Herzl’s novel that 
imagined a Jewish State] — there are things about Israel 
he’d be thrilled by. He’d be thrilled by the technical 
accomplishments of the state, the infrastructure, the in-
gathering of Jews the world over. But I think he would be 
discouraged and in despair about the country’s political 
situation. He couldn’t have imagined the wars, he couldn’t 
have imagined the occupation, he couldn’t have imagined 
the treatment of Arabs within the land of Israel. And 
whether we accuse him of being naive or not, I don’t think 
he could have ever imagined this kind of hatred. And also, 
he would have been very unhappy about the role of 
religion in the state of Israel. He wasn’t anti-religious, but 
as he writes in “The Jewish State,” he wants to keep the 
rabbis in their synagogues and the army officers in their 
barracks.

He’s brandished by both sides of the political spectrum 
in Israel to make arguments about the country — what 
do you think people get wrong about him and his ideas? 
And how much do you think that should matter now 
that the reality of the state exists?

There’s something weird in that Herzl is this very late-19th 
Century guy, who lived in a world that is totally different 
from our own, and yet people are still reaching back to 
him as symbolizing what is good or not good about the 
Zionist project. What is it about him that makes people 
cling to him in a way that they don’t cling to other late-
19th Century leaders of other national movements 
throughout the world? Part of it has to do with Israel’s 
own existential insecurity and the fact that Herzl was 
seen as this tragic martyr figure who saw how powerful 
anti-Semitism would be. Part of it is this need to see in 
Herzl a kind of secularized prophetic figure, another 
Moses. I think this comes out of the Jewish tradition and 
Jewish need to have a kind of a distant martyr figure who 
didn’t live to see the Promised Land.

PJ Grisar is the Forward’s culture fellow. He can be 
reached at Grisar@Forward.com.
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